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            Introduction

         

         In the past five years, I’ve had the pleasure of speaking in front of thousands of people at countless appearances and book signings. The question I’m most often asked is: “What’s your next book going to be about?”

         When I tell audiences I want to write a book to help people find more meaning and passion at work and in their lives, they cheer and want to read that book right now.

         So here it is.

         God Is Always Hiring is a collection of inspirational essays, stories, and columns with lessons to help people look at their work and their lives in a new light.

         It’s for people who no longer love the work they do.

         It’s for people who love their work but want to find more meaning outside of work, in the rest of their lives.

         It’s for people who are unemployed, underemployed, or unhappily employed.

         It’s for people who have been derailed, temporarily or permanently.

         It’s for people who are just graduating into the world of work and want to know what to write on that clean slate.

         It’s for people who have retired or can no longer work who want to live a more meaningful life.

         It’s for people who love the work they do so much, they want to inspire others to find their unique passion in life.

         It’s for people like me who once felt lost in life and wandered aimlessly along a broken road that ultimately led straight to the perfect place in life. I believe there is a perfect place for each of us. Our job is to find it. Or to relax and let it find us.

         I wrote this book to help you find the work you love and create a life you love around your work. Regardless of who your boss is, what your income is, or what the economy is doing, you have the power to expand, enrich, and deepen your own life and the lives of others.

         These lessons come from my life experience as a single parent for 18 years, from my perspective as a breast cancer survivor, and from the lives of others I’ve met at various jobs and in my 29 years as a journalist. My hope is that each lesson helps you jump out of bed in the morning, enjoy a lunchtime boost, feel tucked in at night, or simply gives your life a jolt or a bit of sparkle to make your work and your life matter.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            Lesson 1

            When you don’t get what you want, you get something better—experience.

         

         Most résumés don’t show the broken road life takes you on or the names people called you along the way. We pretty up our résumés, rename the jobs we had, leave out the parts we wish we could have skipped.

         My résumé used to change every six months. Early on in my life, that’s about how long I lasted at most jobs. Six months. I was a work in progress. I just wasn’t making much progress.

         The song “Take This Job and Shove It” was the sound track to my life. I could relate to that other country song, “It’s Five O’clock Somewhere,” which describes a time when the boss pushes you over the limit and you’d like to call him something, but you’d better just call it a day. One day I didn’t. I stormed out of the restaurant and quit my waitressing job. I didn’t even stop on my way out to empty the tip jar.

         Some people climb the ladder of success. I walked under it. For years I didn’t seem to have much luck, and the luck I had seemed bad. My first boss was a real bitch. Seriously. She was a poodle named Mam’selle who lived next door. My first paying job was to walk the neighbor’s dog. Mam’selle wore bright red nail polish and a bow. After a long walk with that fluffy ball of white, she finally did her business and I brought her home. The owner lifted up the poodle’s puffy Q-tip of a tail.

         “You…didn’t…wipe her?!” she gasped.

         I swear Mam’selle gave me an evil grin. I didn’t last long at that job. I thought I was hired to be a dog walker, not a dog wiper.

         My next job was to be a personal assistant at a dinner theater that had just opened. The boss ran me ragged cleaning dressing rooms and bathrooms. I was in high school and didn’t get home until after midnight. My parents fired me from that job. Then I upgraded to being a cashier at Clark’s Pharmacy, where I spent most of my time dusting vitamins and trying to look busy and not get caught sneaking candy bars. Then on to waitressing at Widener’s Family Restaurant, where people left me pennies for tips in a puddle of ketchup.

         I moved on to the local hospital, where I wore a pink uniform and a hairnet. I stood in white shoes for hours putting prune whip for sick patients on trays on a long conveyor belt. The employee ID card I carried gave me the lovely title Kitchen Help. The title I put on my résumé read Dietary Assistant. I still have the hairnet and ID badge glued to my scrapbook to remind me of those days working 6 a.m. to 3 p.m. in the dish room hosing down trays and dishes that sick people threw up and bled on. I’m not sure we even wore protective gloves back then.

         For a while I worked as a secretary. That was BC—before computers. Back then, you were lucky if you were issued an IBM Selectric with eraser tape. I got ink-stained hands from arm-wrestling carbon paper. I used to be a Wite-Out wiz. I’m surprised my boss didn’t find me passed out over the keyboard from the fumes. I hated the job. One day it took me all morning to type a three-page letter, only to have my boss hand it back to me after he drew huge circles of red ink around typos that Wite-Out would have covered. I had to retype the whole thing.

         It took me many jobs to realize I wanted something more than a job. A job is where you work so you can pay the bills. A job is a place where you’re penalized if you’re five minutes late even if you stopped to help a stranded motorist. A job is a place where you call in sick so you have time to look for a better job. It might be stable and safe, but it’s boring. You do what’s expected and you go home. You call in sick every time you rack up enough sick pay because you’re sick of the place.

         A job is for making a living. A career is for making a life. A job is a paycheck. A career is a bigger paycheck. A career requires education, training, and taking risks. So I set out to get a career. I changed my college major six times, from biology to botany to conservation to English to public relations to journalism. Kent State University had mercy on me and applied its academic forgiveness policy to my GPA after I flunked chemistry and got Ds in zoology and child psychology. It took me 12 years to get a 4-year degree because I took time off to work and raise a child. I started college in 1974 and didn’t graduate until 1986, when I was 30. Then it was time to take that degree in journalism and find my mission in life.

         I used to think only people like Mother Teresa and Gandhi had a mission in life. We all have one. How do you find it? You listen to your life.

         All those dead-end jobs? There’s no such thing. In God’s economy, nothing is ever wasted. The dots all connect in time. As a kid, I used to love those coloring books with the connect-the-dot pictures. Each dot had a number, which made it easier to discover the final picture. In real life, the dots aren’t numbered.

         My zigzag route looked like a broken road for the longest time, until one day all the dots connected. As one friend told me, God writes straight with crooked lines. I love that Rascal Flatts song lyric that says, “God blessed the broken road that led me straight to you.” God did bless my broken road. I was never lost. God always knew right where I was.

         All those jobs I used to call meaningless and mindless vastly enriched me. I just couldn’t see it at the time. That meager $200-a-week paycheck blinded me to the wealth of experience I was getting.

         Jobs that some people call menial gave my life meaning. My tour of duty as a waitress taught me compassion for the blind man who came in every Wednesday for liver and onions and knocked people out of the way with his white cane as he shouted out his order.

         The job at the funeral home taught me how to comfort people in grief so I could have compassion years later as a reporter when I interviewed the father whose son was shot riding home on his bicycle. Working as an emergency medical technician, straddling that place where life meets death, taught me more about deadlines than any editor in a newsroom could.

         Every secretarial job taught me how to type better and faster. My job as an alcoholism counselor taught me how to tell when people I interviewed were lying, like the client who served time in prison but didn’t think killing a man while he was drunk had anything to do with having a drinking problem.

         Working as a clerk in traffic court writing ticket information in court dockets helped me know where to find court records when I did an investigation into how a man with 32 DUIs kept getting his license back before he killed two college students with his car.

         My job as a legal secretary typing long legal briefs helped me understand the court system, so when I wrote about an innocent man on death row, it led to a law being changed in Ohio so prosecutors could no longer hide evidence. After 20 years in prison, that man is now free.

         They say, “Life is what happens when you’re making other plans.” So does your résumé. It takes on a life of its own if you let it. Some people try to map out their paths and plan every step, but in reality, life hands you something better. A dead end is really a detour to a new route you hadn’t planned on taking. Every experience enhances your life now or later. Without my knowing it, each job I tolerated prepared me to do the work I now celebrate.

         You can’t always see the growth when your life is taking root. If you’re one of those people who feel lost in life, take heart. Being lost could lead you to the very place life planned on taking you anyway.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            Lesson 2

            Everything changes when you change.

         

         It was either the key to the future or a deal with the devil. I wasn’t sure which, so I wasn’t sure what to do with the document in my hand.

         At 22, I had become a parasite on my parents. I had no job and no prospects of one. As an unwed mother, I couldn’t support myself or my new baby. It wasn’t fair to live rent-free with my parents forever. Plus I felt like I was wearing an invisible scarlet A. It stood for Awful. Awful daughter. Awful sister. Awful mother.

         Getting help from my daughter’s father was out of the question. I wrote him off before she was born. I told him I didn’t want to marry him, so I couldn’t go to him now. What if he took her away? What if he told the courts he could give her a better life than I could?

         I had dropped out of college after I got pregnant. I quit my job working as an emergency medical technician when I was four months pregnant. Back then, the local funeral homes ran the ambulance services. In addition to saving lives, I had to make death calls at hospitals, nursing homes, and residences. Picking up dead bodies wasn’t glamorous work, but it paid the bills, and, as we used to joke, no one complained. But after I got pregnant, I couldn’t afford to hurt my back or my baby lifting people who weighed more than 300 pounds. The funeral home didn’t want to pay for more than two attendants on duty, so I quit.

         I didn’t know where to get my next job. How could I leave my baby all day to work? She had only one parent. If I was gone all day, it would be like she didn’t have any. Factory jobs were out. There was no flexibility. Working 7 a.m. to 3 p.m. meant she’d wake every day to spend the day with someone else. The 3 p.m. to 11 p.m. shift meant I’d never get to tuck her in. The 11 p.m. to 7 a.m. shift meant she’d never get to sleep at home.

         I applied for jobs, but I had few skills. I couldn’t even type. Buying a car seemed impossible, so I borrowed my dad’s. When you’re a single parent, it’s hard to dream alone. You need money to go with dreams. Other than having a baby, my life was bankrupt. That’s how I ended up with those papers in my hand.

         Officially the document was called an application for Aid to Dependent Children. But in my small town, we called it what it was: welfare. I debated what to do with the 32-page form. Going on welfare seemed so much easier than finding a job and day care that wouldn’t eat up every dollar. With welfare, I would also get medical care for me and my daughter. It seemed like the responsible thing to do.

         But every time I tried to sign my name to the forms, I couldn’t. I would have to legally name her dad as the father so they could go after him for child support. I didn’t even name him on her birth certificate. In the end, the real reason I didn’t sign the form was this: I was afraid if I ever got on welfare, I’d never get off. Welfare is a tricky benefit. It starts out as a lifeline to freedom that can become a rope that keeps you in bondage. Any time you want to earn any extra money by working, you risk losing all your benefits and health care.

         It’s hard to find work in a small town when you don’t have a car. There’s no bus or subway, no public transportation. Just personal transportation. You’re limited by how far your two feet can carry you to and from work. The funeral home a mile away was walkable. I didn’t want to go back to picking up bodies, but they offered me a job doing office work, so I took it.

         I fell in love there. Not with the job, but with the boss. Bad idea, but desperation does funny things to you. It can make a raging alcoholic look like Prince Charming. I fell in love with everything he had: success, money, and happiness. He owned a gorgeous home. He wore suits to work. He ate out at restaurants. So he drank a little. Okay, a lot. Blackouts, driving drunk, missing work.

         In the months we dated, I made it my job to save him. If I could save him, I could have my happily-ever-after. I would make him want me so much he wouldn’t want to drink. We spent hours in deep conversations that he never remembered. We made plans to meet at 8 p.m. and he would call at 10 p.m. from a bar saying he was on his way. When the bars closed at 2 a.m. he would finally show up too drunk to stand and then pass out on the couch.

         Finally, my friends who knew about Al-Anon told me I needed to detach with love, to stop counting the number of drinks he had, and to stop counting on him to change. There was no future with him, but there was no future without him. I loved his home. It had a breakfast nook and a big porch and bedrooms for all the imaginary kids I fantasized we would one day have. Before I could leave la-la land, though, he left me.

         By then my daughter was a toddler. She was growing up even if I wasn’t. I finally saved enough money to move out of my parents’ house and into an apartment two blocks away from them. It was scary to depend on that meager paycheck for the $210 rent and the utilities. Plus, it was my first time on my own. I had never gone away to college, never lived in a dorm, never had to manage my own life.

         All the pieces of my life that had shattered when I became pregnant were starting to fall into place. Every six months I moved to a better-paying job. I found new female friends, including a woman who took me on a retreat to help me get my life on track. There a priest advised me to change the pattern I had with men. I never got around to it. Two weeks later, I was in love.

         David was six foot something, drove a Mazda RX-7, wore designer clothes, and didn’t drink. He was a teenager emotionally, but so was I. One day he showed up with a souped-up Corvette and I drove 130 mph down the highway. We took off for weekends on a whim, with my mom stuck watching my daughter.

         David sent me flowers, bought me clothes, and took me on vacations. He had money to blow all the time. When he blew it on me it was fine; when he blew it elsewhere, I got angry. I didn’t know that it wasn’t his money; it was his parents’. After one vacation, the credit card company sent someone to his house to cut up the credit cards.

         David was going to college for free on government aid. He was skipping classes to play poker and ride his motorcycle. I worked long hours at jobs that paid little. He drove a fancy car while I drove a used bright orange Ford Fiesta I bought for $2,300, every single dollar of which I had saved. It was held together with the duct tape and gutter seal my dad put around the windows.

         My future? David was it. I wanted to finish my degree, own a house, have a family. Marriage to him would make all that possible. When we got engaged, the diamond was as big as my fantasy. I had it all.

         I lost it two months later. While I was out trying on wedding dresses, he was sleeping with other women. The only thing worse than finding out he was cheating on me was finding out at a bowling alley. He had been acting strangely for days, so I bluntly asked, half joking, “What, are you cheating on me?” When he didn’t answer, I stormed away. Then I decided, No, I’m not going home to boo-hoo all alone. I went back to him, yelled at him, even grabbed him by the collar and ripped his designer shirt. I didn’t like him, but worse, I didn’t like the person I had become.

         It was over. I gave him back the ring and told him to give it to me when he wanted me and me alone. I never got that ring back. I got something better.

         I got angry. Angry at him. Angry at me. Angry enough to get my own act together.

         I was 26. It was time to grow up. When I broke up with him, I broke up with the person I no longer wanted to be. It was time to take charge of me and my life.

         Without David, the future was blank. It was up to me to write something on it. It was time to own my life. First, I returned everything he left in my house—including the Playboy magazines he had hidden in my dresser. I exchanged the sexy miniskirt and slinky black dress he bought me for sensible skirts and slacks I could wear to a career job. Then I got a college catalog and opened it. I had no idea what I wanted to be or do, but I did know this: I wanted to be happy.

         That’s when the world opened up. Everything in my life changed when I decided to change me. I didn’t need to find the right person. I needed to become the right person.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            Lesson 3

            Burying your talents won’t make them grow.

         

         One day in high school we all took an aptitude test to see what we were destined to be. We laughed at the results. I was supposed to be a respiratory therapist. My friend Betsy was supposed to be a truck driver.

         Betsy ended up working as a nurse. I ended up a writer.

         Who knew?

         Somewhere inside, we did.

         Somewhere inside, we all know.

         We just do a great job of burying our deepest passions.

         I did everything in my power to avoid using my talents. I buried them as deep as I could and I resisted anyone who came at me, with a shovel. In ninth grade, my English teacher, Mr. Ricco, made us write a paragraph each week. I balked. I wrote mine right before class and picked the most boring subjects to wear him down. Instead, he wore me down and polished me into a writer without my knowing it.

         Still, I resisted. I never wrote for the high school newspaper or yearbook or took any creative writing classes. I was too scared of the one thing I desperately wanted to be: a writer. So many of us know deep inside that one thing we were meant to do, would love to do; but it’s too scary to actually do it because we might fail at it, so we leave it buried inside where it will be safe, untouched and untapped. The dream and desire to do it seem so much safer than actually taking action and risking failure and rejection.

         I wrote in secret, filling diaries and journals. One day, out of bravery or ignorance, I let my sisters read them. Later, when I realized what I had done, I took the diaries to the metal trash drum in the backyard and burned them. As the flames ate my words, it seemed they were putting out the fire in me.

         The embers still burned. In tenth grade, when I read Henry David Thoreau, something in my soul expanded. It was like I could take in more breath. I didn’t have enough money to buy my own copy of Walden, so I copied the text from the school’s copy word for word, starting with why he went into the woods.

         To avoid writing, I almost ended up in the woods for a living. We’ve all heard that saying “Man plans, God laughs.” Had my plans been blessed by the gods, I would have ended up a forest ranger. I was too scared to be a writer, so I turned to conservation for a college major when I turned away from writing. How ironic that I ended up as a journalist filling newspapers and books with words. I pray that those forest rangers preserve enough trees to keep me in business.

         I have loved newspapers ever since I was a toddler sitting on the floor near my father’s steel-toed work boots as he buried his face in the daily news. I pretended to read whatever section he dropped on the floor, curious about what mesmerized my dad after a long day spent patching up a hot roof. When my mom had time to read, which was close to never while raising 11 children, she loved newspaper columnist Erma Bombeck. Erma made writing look so easy. And it was, in my diary. There it stayed, safe and sound, for years.

         I buried my talents out of fear they would never be good enough. I ignored the call to use my talents. I kept telling God I wasn’t ready, until one day it hit me: What if God stopped asking? What’s scarier than God calling you to use your talents is the thought that God will stop calling you and go elsewhere.

         The parable of the talents in the Bible haunted me. A nobleman gave one of his servants five talents, another one two, and another man one talent. As time went on, the man with the five talents traded with them and made five more talents. The one with two talents doubled his as well. The man with one talent dug a hole in the ground and hid the money out of fear. When the master came back, he rewarded the first two men. The man who buried his talent returned it unused. The master was angry, took the talent, and tossed the servant out. The master told the first two men: “To everyone who has will more be given, and he will have an abundance; you have been faithful over a little, therefore I will make you lord over much” (see Matthew 25).

         When you have been faithful with what you have been given, you get more. You won’t get more talents until you use what you’ve already been given.

         We’re all gifted, but some people never open their packages. We each have a calling, a vocation, a particular unique talent. Your calling isn’t necessarily your job title. It might not be written on the business card you carry, or on your job description, or on your résumé. It’s more likely written on your heart. I worked a lot of jobs before I found that place in life that writer Frederick Buechner calls “the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”

         What does God want you to do with the gifts He gave you? Use them. Not hoard them. When the Israelites got hungry on their way to the Promised Land, God dropped manna from heaven. Free bread! Out of fear, the people hoarded the bread for the next day. It grew moldy. God wanted them to have faith that each day’s grace would be enough.

         No hoarding. You have to use up all you have learned, uncovered, and discovered, or you don’t get more. My writing had to have life beyond my bedroom. But who would want to read it? Who would publish it? Who would buy it? That was all none of my business. It was time to take action. In prayer I might have been saying yes to God, but a yes without action isn’t truly a yes.

         What are you called to do or be? The answer is in you. Instead of conducting a survey of family and friends about what you should do, survey the inner landscape to find the spiritual interpretation of your life. God has already whispered it to you. Most of us keep our lives too busy and noisy to listen.

         Many of us stay clueless not because we don’t know, but because we’re afraid of knowing, because then we’ll have to take action. I was at a party once and listened to a woman complaining to the small crowd around her that she had all these career options and just couldn’t choose. Every time someone offered a great piece of advice, she rejected it instantly and said, “I don’t know what to do.” She was getting a lot of attention and mileage out of not knowing, out of being helpless.

         I felt that tug of the Spirit, looked her in the eye, and gently asked, “Do you want to know?”

         She looked appalled. Everyone grew quiet. Then she softened. “Yes,” she said, and proceeded to tell all of us exactly what she loved but was afraid of doing.

         Someone once told me this beautiful story: Before we arrive in this world, we each possess all the wisdom we will ever need for this life and beyond. But right before we’re born, an angel comes and touches us on the lips, as if to silence us, and leaves an imprint there, causing us to forget everything we knew. We spend the rest of our lives recovering the lost data.

         Sometimes I place my finger on my upper lip, right in that little groove, and listen.

         Try it. It will remind you to stop talking so you can listen to the wisdom you already possess.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            Lesson 4

            What they call you is up to them. What you answer to is up to you.

         

         People do it all the time. Ask someone, “What do you do for a living?” and they’ll use that nasty four-letter word just.

         “I’m just a janitor.”

         “I’m just an orderly.”

         “I’m just a bus driver.”

         “I’m just a secretary.”

         Just?

         I love when I run into people who can’t wait to tell you what they do for a living. They create their own job titles and celebrate who they are. The woman who paints nails who calls herself a Nail Technician. The guy who repairs pianos whose business card identifies him as Director of Piano Technology. The man at the amusement park who fixes the merry-go-round and sees himself as a Ride Technician. The person who cleans the city pool who calls herself the Aquatics Manager. The hotel security worker who calls himself Director of Loss Prevention.

         What’s in a title?

         Nothing and everything. It all depends on what the title is, who gave it to you, and whether it expands or limits you. Instead of shrinking to fit a job title, sometimes you have to expand the box you’re in and create a title that fits.

         The key is to do what’s in the job title you have and squeeze in room to do what matches the job title you want to have.

         When I was hired to be a business reporter at the Beacon Journal in Akron, I cried the whole drive home. I wanted the salary and benefits, but I didn’t want to be a business reporter. I didn’t want to write about sales figures, annual meetings, and quarterly earnings reports. I hated numbers and data. They didn’t fit the mantra pounded into us in journalism school: “Bring me humans!” Where were the humans in the stock listings and statistics?

         It was my job to find them, so I did. I wrote business news but also created a side beat spotlighting people who worked interesting jobs. I wrote about a chimney sweep, a cement truck driver, and a blimp pilot. I did magazine stories on third-shift workers and farmers, and followed a woman all the way through the police academy.

         Not everyone appreciated my zeal at first, but they usually liked the final product. Too many bosses put people in a box. Whatever box they put you in, expand it. Better yet, break down the sides, smash it to the floor, and turn that box into a wide-open blank slate and write whatever you want on it.

         Don’t ask. Just do it. As they say, it’s better to ask forgiveness than to ask permission. Every morning before work, decide who you want to be and go be it. It’s up to you, no one else. No one except you is in charge of building your résumé, or giving you challenging work, or making your nine-to-five day meaningful.

         Before I got the dream job of being a newspaper columnist, I used to tell people, “I’m a columnist without a column.” It helped me see past the position I had as a reporter to the position I wanted. I love those famous words by poet Lucille Clifton: “What they call you is one thing; what you answer to is something else.” That part is up to you.

         When I was growing up, my next-door neighbor, Thelma, worked in the kitchen at the hospital. She was my mom’s age, and I felt sorry for her because she spent her whole career in a hospital kitchen wearing a pink uniform and a hairnet, until I realized why. Her job title might have been Kitchen Help, but Thelma considered herself so much more than that. She made the best piecrust in town. What a treat for patients. It didn’t matter what her title was. She considered herself a baker.

         I thought of Thelma when I was asked to speak at a ceremony honoring Cleveland Clinic employees with 25 years of service. It could have been a boring night; it could have been little more than an assembly line of handshakes, photos, and watches handed out. It could have been a ho-hum night of identical thank-yous to 200 workers. They could have been treated like cogs in the massive medical machine that is the Cleveland Clinic.

         Instead, it was like opening a treasure chest filled with something more valuable than jewels. Each person was seen for what they were: a vital player in saving lives and enhancing the quality of patients’, families’, and coworkers’ lives.

         They had all started at the hospital before computers, when bills were hand-typed, when nurses wore white caps, when no one paid for parking. Back then, offices were the size of elevators; some actually were in old elevators.

         On this night when they were honored, you couldn’t tell the doctors from the medical-records workers in the ballroom. It didn’t matter what anyone’s paycheck or title was. On this night, everyone was equal. Everyone had given their 25 best years. The program carried a bio on each employee, but it wasn’t the stuff of résumés. It was the stuff that truly matters: Consistently jovial. Pleasant conversations. Boundless energy. Wonderful storyteller. Humble.

         The program mentioned that one department coordinator for the Cancer Center was often found at her desk late into the night trying to schedule patients. One person whom we’d call a custodian didn’t just clean offices; he helped visitors find their way. The fire marshal was more than that. He was a human alarm clock who drove every day from Columbus to Cleveland his first year of work and was always on time. That’s a two-and-a-half-hour drive—one way.

         A pediatrician was praised for his “Daffy Duck” voice that quieted the most frightened child into laughing through medical exams. He was also praised for his work getting bicycle helmet safety legislation passed. One nurse was referred to as an actor, comedian, and published author. She was also known as the Nurse Whisperer. What did she whisper? Probably, “Get well, get well, get well.”

         They talked about a dentist whose specialty was facial prosthetic replacements. He gave patients a new way to face life with new eyes, ears, noses, and mouths. Because of him, patients could enjoy a drink, a meal, a kiss.

         The man who maintained dry-goods storage and ordered supplies made sure the babies didn’t go hungry. He was vigilant about making sure there were always enough tube feedings and infant formula on hand.

         I left the celebration knowing that the custodians of the world matter as much as the heart surgeons, that it doesn’t matter what the world calls us. We get to decide who we really are. And it’s up to each of us to take the word just out of our job titles.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            Lesson 5

            In this drama of life, there are no small parts.

         

         Thinking small stops too many of us from doing great things. We talk ourselves out of doing a kindness because we figure someone else will do it or because we doubt we can pull it off.

         Folks on the bottom rung sometimes feel that way: the invisible workers in cubicles, the title-less people in accounts receivable, the nameless voices on the phones in billing. But a handful of those people changed a man’s life one week. Changed it forever.

         It all started when Marty Kenny lost his right hand in a car accident one summer night back in 2003. One friend left him to die on a bridge in the industrial Flats of Cleveland while another friend stayed and saved his life.

         That summer day in June started out as a celebration of friendship. Marty and Dean Stecker spent the day hanging vinyl siding, pounding nails in the hot sun. They ended up at a party and left with Marty’s friend Greg.

         Greg drove them all to a bar in the Flats. When they left the bar at 11:30 p.m., Greg revved the engine and spun in the gravel. The car was going 60 in a 25-mile-an-hour zone when he floored it. Marty yelled for him to slow down, then gripped the door with his hand and held on for dear life. The car hit a dip in the road and went airborne on a lift bridge.

         BAM!

         The car slammed into the wall of the bridge so hard, it flipped over and skidded on the passenger side across the steel bridge. It screamed across the serrated metal like a train. When the car stopped 240 feet away on its side, Dean crawled out a window. Marty was stuck under the car. His right hand was gone.

         Dean pushed hard to flip the car over, back onto its wheels, to free Marty. Greg walked around dazed, his business cards falling through the grate into the water like confetti. Dean tore off his shirt and wrapped it around Marty’s arm. He screamed for Greg to call 911. He watched in shock as Greg paused to pick up the side mirror to his car, then drove away with the only cell phone. Hope faded as the red taillights disappeared into the night.

         Dean wrapped both arms and legs around his bleeding buddy as they sat on a bridge suspended over the Cuyahoga River. Marty lost so much blood, it drained through the steel bridge like rainwater. Dean cradled Marty, rocking him as if that could stop the bleeding. Both of them were soaked in his blood.

         On that dark, lonely bridge in Cleveland’s industrial Flats, Dean screamed at Marty to hold on, to stay conscious. When Marty fell silent, Dean rocked him and told him everything a dying man should hear: “Your wife loves you, your son loves you, and I love you.”

         Then he heard a rumble and saw headlights. Dean set Marty down and jumped in front of the vehicle and started screaming for help. The driver called paramedics. Dean’s tourniquet saved Marty’s life, but there was no hope for his hand.

         Later on in the courtroom, the judge held up photos of Marty’s injured arm as Greg stood with his two good hands cuffed behind his back. Marty stared at those hands with envy, with anger, with sadness. Greg was convicted of aggravated vehicular assault. In the courtroom, Marty reached over to hold his wife’s hand, only he didn’t have one, so she laced her fingers over the stub of his arm and held it.

         For four months, the 21-year-old struggled to tie his shoes, write a check, diaper his newborn daughter, have a catch with his 4-year-old son. He lived off the money he and his wife had saved to fix up their house.

         I stood on the bridge where he lost his hand when he visited the scene for the first time. He ran his fingers across the serrated grating of the bridge, studied the skid marks, and peered through at the river.

         “I’m looking for my hand,” he joked, only I could tell he wasn’t completely joking. He had left a part of himself there. Marty can’t remember much about that night. Dean can’t forget.

         I wrote a long article about the accident, about their friendship, about Dean’s efforts to save him. The two celebrated the court case being over. They sat at Marty’s dining room table and shoved aside stacks of medical bills that Medicaid would cover as long as Marty didn’t work and his wife didn’t earn too much at her day-care job. But he wasn’t sure how to cover the prosthetic hand he wanted. His son wanted his dad to get a robotic arm so he could give him a high five. Dean worried that Marty would get discouraged that he couldn’t swing a bat, tie a fishing lure, or hold both of his children’s hands at once.

         When the story about Marty went public, the paper-​pushers and phone operators in the gray cubicles at Hanger Prosthetics & Orthotics in South Euclid, Ohio, couldn’t forget his face. And that missing hand. When Lisa Kowardy first saw Marty’s picture in the paper, she felt awful. “It was a terrible inhumanity done to him,” she said. “We wanted to show him some humanity.”

         Who is Lisa?

         She shrugs. “I’m just the billing manager.”

         Just?

         Her job was to juggle accounts receivable. She never saw the patients, only their bills.

         After she read about Marty, she and the women around her, women crammed into a small office above a storage room, approached management to do something about it. Lisa copied the news article and gave it to Kimberly Reed, the woman in charge of fitting prosthetics. Another woman tracked down Marty.

         All of the women upstairs—Charon Speights, Alida Van Horn, Irene Flanik, Rose Johnson, and Annette Phillips—wanted to help Marty swing a bat with his son and be able to feed his baby daughter a bottle.

         Because of their diligence and dedication, Marty got a $58,000 robotic hand for free.

         The TV cameras captured Marty trying out his new hand, picking up a tissue, signing his name, lifting a bottle. The cameras didn’t stay to capture Marty thanking the women who made it happen. The women oohed and ahhed when Marty came up to show off his hand.

         “All you lovely people, this is just amazing,” Marty said. “You guys are great.”

         Marty couldn’t stop opening and closing his hand and talking about how powerful it was, with 22 pounds of pinch pressure.

         “Do that guy thing and scratch yourself,” Lisa joked.

         “Not with this hand.” Marty laughed.

         He rolled up his sleeve to show it off.

         “Oh my God, it’s beautiful,” Irene said.

         “This is more than I could ever imagine,” Marty said as they all fought back tears.

         He promised to come back with his wife and two kids, then raised his new hand and waved good-bye, as if it were nothing at all.
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